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Abstract: What is Golden Week in Japan? Why Golden Week is such a special holiday 
period? Is the best reason because it is the longest consecutive public holiday period in 
Japan? Many people living in Japan perhaps would quickly give the above reason as to 
why Golden Week (GW) is so valued. But, is there a better reason? This essay argues 
there is!  The very ‘timing’ is a perfect one. Though seemingly unintended, the 
‘timing’ of this holiday period makes it truly ‘golden’ as it occurs just after the 
change-cum-stress-filled month of April. 
Keywords: Golden Week Holiday; Japanese Holiday Customs; Japanese Contemporary 
Society 
 
要約：日本のゴールデンウィークとは何であろうか、また、なぜ特別な休みなのだろ
う？日本で暮らしている人々の多くは、日本の休暇の中で一番長い連休だから、と即
座に答えるだろう。しかし、これ以外に穿った答えはないものだろうか。本稿におい
て、筆者は他の理由が存在することを論じる。すなわち、「タイミング」がゴールデン
ウィークを特別な休暇にする理由であり、意図的に考案されたものではないにせよ、
変化に伴うストレスの多い 4 月の後に来るこのタイミングこそがこの休暇を黄金に匹
敵する価値を生み出しているのである。 
キーワード: ゴールデンウィーク、日本の休日の習慣、日本の近代社会 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
Might there be something more intriguingly ‘golden’ about Golden Week? 
Otherwise called Ougata Renkyu (which means ‘long consecutive holiday’), Golden 
Week or simply ‘GW’ in its abbreviated form, is perhaps the most anticipated and the 
busiest holiday period in Japan. Not unlike many other customs in Japan, GW, its 
meaning and value are questions I have casually asked Japanese students each year 
whenever this holiday period draws near. Whenever I am lucky to get a few responses to 
what students think of GW, almost always, their answers revolve around the fact that 
this is a period in which many public holidays occur in a row that people can enjoy. GW, 
in the students’ minds is merely a long period of days-off or Ougata Renkyu. On the 
question of the ‘value’ or significance of GW, the implicit answer from my student 
informants is that people are generally working very hard during other times of the year 
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and GW affords a chance of a few days to take a rest, to trip around Japan, to travel 
overseas, or to do something one had long wanted to do, but couldn’t find the time. 
These answers to the questions of GW’s meaning and value appear quite reasonable, 
and seem to reflect the actual realties of many people in Japan. Clear-cut, simple, and 
quite logical answers though they might be, I have given the subject further 
consideration. Could there be something of deeper and more significant value of GW 
that has gone unrecognized, or if noticed, has not been fully appreciated? This 
speculative essay answers yes! There is something of more qualitative rather than 
quantitative significance to the very welcomed consecutive period of days-off GW 
offers. Unintended and unnoticed, it seems, GW’s ‘timing’, that is, the very period 
within which it falls makes it truly golden. 
 
2.0 Background and General Significance of Golden Week 
 
The story behind the coining of Golden Week is a short and uncomplicated one. 
The year 1951 is said to be the time when the term Golden Week was first used by a 
managing director of the then Daiei Film Co. The director came up with the name 
during this said holiday period beginning April 29 after his company had recorded very 
high ticket sales for the movie Jiyū Gakkō (School of Freedom) compared to any other 
holiday period in Japan. As the story goes, the term “golden time” was used in those 
years on radio to describe the period of the highest listener rating. Accordingly, the 
name “Golden Week” was inspired by “golden time”.  
Today this period of the longest consecutive days off has evolved into the most 
important holiday, though for many, the costliest. GW records the busiest traffic of 
people moving within and out of Japan. The ending of April and the beginning of May 
also coincide with the closing of spring, which is for many the best season to enjoy and 
celebrate the rebirth and renewal of Nature.   
But it having occurred during the wonderfully loved season of spring is not what 
I think adds the special value to GW that is being argued in this essay. So what exactly 
do I mean by suggesting an unintended and unnoticed significance to GW? Before 
answering let’s consider some more information on and the general significance of GW. 
The period having the most national holidays in row, Golden Week usually begins on 
April 29. This day was the previous Emperor’s birthday, but has been re-named 
Greenery Day in 1989, then was changed again in 2007 to what is now known as Showa 
Day.  May 3-5 are respectively called Constitution Memorial Day, Greenery Day, and 
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Children’s Day or Boy’s Day. While April 30 and May 1 and 2 are not public holidays, 
it is customary for many companies to facilitate and sometimes encourage their workers 
to take paid time-off on these days. This is what allows for many people to have the 
longest consecutive holidays or time away from their regular schedule; and depending 
on what day of the week these official public holidays fall, it is possible for workers, 
and students too, to enjoy as many as nine days break.  
Let’s consider last year’s 2013 and this year’s 2014 GW as cases in point. For 
2013, it was possible to have as days-off at the weekend: Saturday (27th) & Sunday 
(28th), three days paid vacation (Tuesday, 30th, Wednesday, 1st & Thursday, 2nd) plus the 
four public holidays (April 29th & May 3rd-5th). This made 2013 a potentially lucky 9 
day holiday for many.  And guess what? 2014 may turn out to be even luckier if longer 
holiday time or its simple denotation of Ougata Renkyu is all that matters. As for this 
year 2014, counting the weekend of Saturday 26th and Sunday 27th we get two days. 
Before we get to April 29, Greenery Day, the first official public holiday, which turns 
out to be a Tuesday, there is Monday 28th, the first working day of the week. If many 
workers are able to have that Monday plus the Wednesday through to Friday (4/30, 5/1, 
5/2) as paid time-off, that would be four more precious days. Now with the calendar for 
2014 show from Saturday, May 3 to Monday, May 6 as the official public holidays, plus 
of  course April 29th, already mentioned, many tired souls it seems, could enjoy as 
many as a whopping 11 days away from having to dread the rush hour train to their 
place of duty.  To the Western worker, 11 days-off may be nothing special as it is still 
three days short of an already too ‘short’ two-week vacation time. Comparatively, to the 
worker in Japan, an eleven-day holiday is a very precious, god-sent gift; though 
interestingly, it may be possibly too ‘long’ for the workaholic Japanese.  
 It would seem that both in the private and public spheres, deliberate and 
intentional planning go into how people in Japan spend these important rest days. As a 
participant observer, the longer the days-off the better or happier it seems for the general 
public, especially in good economic times when consumer confidence is high. From an 
economic or business standpoint, domestic spending is just as important as exporting 
manufactured goods for the growth of Japan’s economy. As such, the longer these 
holidays are the greater the benefits for tourism, travel, entertainment and other related 
catering industries is a point that cannot be overemphasized. However, the length of the 
holiday seems to lend itself easily to an appraisal of its quantitative or numerical values.  
To rest and enjoy the time, however one pleases, in other words, to attend to the needs 
of one’s social and psychological well-being points to a recognition of the qualitative or 
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theoretical value of GW. Moreover, occurring as it does, just about the time of the 
spring season, GW provides the chance to refresh, replenish, and re-energize body, mind 
and soul. This underscores the GW’s general significance to workers and students alike 
in Japan. 
 
3.0  The Stress of April -- the Month of many New Beginnings and 
Life-changes 
 
GW’s general spring-time and economic significance aside, the period I submit 
could have never been more perfectly positioned: It offers a much needed respite from 
the tsunami of fixed and widespread changes occurring in April. Moreover, I will argue 
in the following paragraphs why Golden Week should be viewed more so qualitatively 
than quantitatively special. There are two main reasons: First it allows for a time-out, 
restful, and therapeutic period from the anxiety and stress trigger by the need to build 
new relationships and adapt to new situations within April. Second it is a very special 
break for both the real (actual) and imagined (potential) victims of the problematic 
bullying culture which has been keeping educational and corporate policy makers busy 
recently. The negative social impact of a the stress-filled month of April and Bullying at 
both the work-place and school  in particular makes the  very ‘timing’ or ‘positioning’ 
of Golden Week holidays more indispensable than the actual length of the time-off 
itself. 
The month of April is a time of many new beginnings and significant 
life-changing experiences in Japan: new recruits start their new jobs; students enter all 
kinds of schools for the first time; many people experience a wide variety of changes to 
the nature of their work; some people change companies and residences; and the list 
could go on, and on. It is the beginning of the fiscal cycle for almost all companies, 
organizations, and the start of academic year for schools. During this period of a wave 
of changes, most if not all the people involved, unavoidably experience some kind of 
stress. Of course the level of stress varies depending on a number of factors. Among 
them could be the nature of the work itself; the kind of workplace, institution or 
organization; the kind of people working or present there, the distance and nature of 
commuting time; and importantly, the individual’s character and response to newness, 
difference, and a stressful environment. The fact is an individual’s stress may lead to 
distress; and for a few unlucky ones, their distress may lead to depression. In short, the 
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month of April is perhaps the most stressful period as it presents a sea of changes and 
challenges in the lives of many people: both children and adults alike.  
 
4.0 Stress and Interpersonal Relationships 
 
Might there be some kind of explanation for the adverse impact of April’s 
generally high-stressed, busy and bustling period? Any good book on the culture and 
psychology of contemporary Japanese society will point in the direction of the pressures 
of human relations: of creating good first impressions; of practicing co-operation; of 
behaving appropriately as one’s status dictates, that is, knowing one’s position or role 
and acting accordingly; and of kuuki O yomu, reading the air--adapting one’s actions 
and behavior to the situation being experienced. These issues are very inter-related and 
together may be grouped under the challenge of how an ‘individual’ can maintain good 
human or interpersonal relations with people whom s/he will have to interact or come in 
contact for long periods of time. The word individual was written with single quotation 
marks because there remains a question as to whether the concept of ‘the individual’ as 
understood in other cultures can be properly discussed in Japan where it is said to be 
non-existent up until recent times, underdeveloped, and perhaps un-Japanese. Any 
semblance of meaning or identity for the ‘individual’, goes the argument, can only be 
realized within the context of the ‘group’. A person experiencing new beginnings in 
April, depending on her own skills of flexibility and adaptability, as well as general 
preparation for and the nature of the work or environment may soon become 
overwhelmed by all the differences and changes s/he confronts. Fundamental to the 
problematic character of these changes and differences is the challenge and stress of 
forming and nurturing new relationships. In the worst case scenario, stress which is not 
always a bad thing may become too much to handle leading to severe illness. 
Accordingly, having had four weeks of a stressful and mentally draining new 
environment, April 29, or the first day of the week-filled holiday, Golden Week, could 
be that ‘golden parachute’ that could land many stress-filled souls safely on a  ground 
of mental stability. 
 
5.0 GW: Its Timing & Contemporary Necessity 
 
GW holiday period could not have been observed at a better time. GW’s timing 
seems quite perfect: whether it is by design or just by chance. It is perfect timing 
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because it gives especially the over-worked and stress-filled people (a total that might 
be larger than we think), a chance to rest, re-think, reflect, and hopefully re-strategize to 
come back to ‘fight the good fight’. It is a glorious or ‘golden’ chance to prevent some 
individuals from succumbing to the infamous gogatsu-byo, or May-illness. For while 
the changing of the seasons from winter to spring, which brings unstable weather during 
this period, is commonly believed to be one of the main causes of this May-illness 
phenomenon, it shouldn’t be difficult to imagine the stress caused by April, the month 
of many changes, as another key factor bringing about this bad health condition some 
people suffer during May. GW, especially with regards to its timing, could then be 
considered as a god-sent holiday period. 
Considering a number of current social ills affecting Japanese society, it would 
seem persuasive enough to see GW as an increasingly necessary break from the office 
or school. I say this against the background of a number of social issues or problems 
that the Japanese media have been highlighting in recent times. At the office or the 
work-place: there are problems about over-working; so called Black Company Burakku 
kigyo, referring to companies which have an exploitative work system; work-related 
depressions triggered by a more competitive and performance-driven working 
environment, and harassment of all sorts. While at school: university graduates are 
faced with a job crunch, leading to a more challenging and competitive job-hunting 
exercise; and bullying, especially in the elementary and junior high schools remains a 
serious social problem. It is true that all of these problems have been brought to public 
attention and are being addressed by the relevant agencies including the state, but one 
wonders how much attention is being given to the very states of mind and general 
stress-levels of the affected individuals. In fact there seems to be a generally wide 
acceptance of a stress-filled life, so much so, that there exist the reasoning among many 
that if their lives are not very stressful, then something must be wrong. This seems to be 
the reality, notwithstanding experts’ warning of the dangers of accumulated stress on 
health and longevity. Considering these contemporary realities of stress factors and 
triggers that can snow-ball at the work-place, school, and in daily life during the 
change-filled month of April, the necessity of a GW seems a non-debatable issue. GW’s 
perfect timing, that is, starting at the end of April, and the length of the holiday period, 
which may range from anywhere between 7-11 days including weekends, is ideal for a 
time-out, a change of pace, or just simply a time to be alone. 
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6.0 Conclusion: Is Golden Week a Panacea? 
 
Because of its relatively many days of time-off, Golden Week may be viewed as 
the most quantitatively welcomed holiday; while for its perfect timing, it can be 
considered the most qualitatively needed holiday period in Japan. But is GW some 
magic wand or a cure-all for the stress-filled April? Absolutely, it is not. Rather this 
effort focuses on how this particular time period when these official days-off from work, 
school or official business occur may be seen as a glorious, god-sent, or ‘golden’ chance 
for many individuals in Japan. These individuals are usually stressed-out, burned-out, or 
feeling depressed. How many such individuals are there? My guess is that there may be 
a surprisingly large number as stress triggered by interpersonal relationships seems 
prevalent in Japan. And interestingly, stress caused by the pressures of human 
relationships in Japan, find itself the perfect period to mushroom: the 
change-cum-stress-filled month of April. The Golden Week holiday period, for sure, is 
no panacea; however, the time period within which it falls, deliberate or not, seems to 
have a god-sent character about it because it could not have come at a better time! 
  
 
Notes: 
This essay was originally completed in May 2012 during the Golden Week holiday 
period. A year later, minor changes were made to the original version to produce small 
booklet form, titled Golden Week- A Golden Timing, for students’ use. This 2014 version 
is revised for this publication and has a new title: Japan’s Golden Week Holidays- A 
Golden Timing.   
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